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Abstract 
 Almost two full years have passed since the legalization of same-sex marriage in the historical 
Obergefell v. Hodges case. However, sexual minorities continue to face heterosexism (National Coalition 
of Anti-Violence Programs, 2016) and the US fails to consistently provide protections for individuals on 
basis of sexual orientation (Movement Advancement Project, 2017). Based on a sample of 262 LGBQ 
identifying individuals in same-sex relationships, the current study examined the cross-sectional and 
longitudinal associations between the frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences and relationship 
instability and commitment across the legalization of same-sex marriage. Heterosexism stemming from 
isolation, vigilance, discrimination, and family of origin displayed cross-sectional associations, indicating 
a cumulatively adverse effect. Longitudinal findings for victimization and vigilance (and cross-sectional 
findings for vicarious trauma) suggest that the frequency, rather than the salience, of heterosexist events 
has more implications for relationship commitment and stability. Taken together, these findings indicate 
that marriage equality may have done little to decrease heterosexism or alleviate the adverse influences of 
minority stress.  
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Chapter One: Introduction and Literature Review 
On June 26, 2015, the Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS) legalized same-sex 
marriage in the historical Obergefell v. Hodges case. Although this decision was met with much support 
from those within and outside of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) community, sexual 
minorities were expected to become more visible targets for hostility as a result of the ruling (Lannutti, 
2011). Indeed, the frequency of hate crimes against LGBQ individuals in the US displayed a marked 
increase as marriage equality became more feasible – many of which were violent (National Coalition of 
Anti-Violence Programs, 2016). Moreover, some LGBQ individuals may remain concerned about the 
potential reversal of the SCOTUS decision given the fluctuating socio-political climate (i.e., uncertainty 
about legal status on the local, state, and federal levels) surrounding same-sex marriage (Monk & 
Ogolsky, 2017). Although sexual minorities are not the only people denied basic rights, marriage denial 
specifically perpetuates heteronormativity (Herdt & Kertzner, 2006) in that sexual minorities “remain[ed] 
the only group still denied the right to marry” until recently (p. 39). Scholars conceptualize this, and other 
heterosexist experiences as minority stressors (Meyer, 2003). 
Minority stress has adverse implications for romantic relationships (Otis, Rostosky, Riggle, & 
Harmin, 2006). Research suggests that sexual minorities attribute varying degrees of salience to the 
impact of macro- and micro-level minority stressors in their romantic relationships with more salient 
experiences impacting relationship commitment and stability (Frost, 2011). Moreover, the fluctuating 
legal climate surrounding same-sex relationships, and specifically same-sex marriage, could generate 
uncertainty, which may exacerbate the adverse influence of minority stressors on the romantic 
relationships of sexual minorities (Monk & Ogolsky, 2017). However, no studies have examined the 
long-term implications of heterosexist experiences and the subjective levels of stress associated with 
those experiences on stable relationship dynamics during a fluctuating socio-political climate. This is 
particularly evident for relationship dynamics like commitment and instability, which have been 
demonstrated as strong predictors of dissolution (i.e., Dove, Agnew, Korn, & Mutso, 2010). Thus, the 
current study aims to examine how minority stress, specifically the frequency and salience of heterosexist 
experiences, influences relationship instability and commitment for LGBQ individuals in same-sex 
relationships, in the context of a fluctuating legal environment. 
Minority Stress 
The current study is grounded in a minority stress conceptual framework. Minority stress refers to 
the excessive and chronic stress experienced by stigmatized individuals due to their social positions 
(Meyer, 1995; 2003). These stressors may be distal (i.e., external to an individual’s perceptions and 
appraisals) or proximal (i.e., dependent on the attributed psychological importance) and are theorized to 
negatively impact mental health outcomes. Although distal stressors are conceptualized as external to the 
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individual, the ability of a person to identify and report distal experiences of minority stress relies on the 
perception that an event has occurred and an attribution that the event was related to one’s minority status. 
Meyer (1995) identified three processes of minority stress specific to LGBQ people. Internalized 
homonegativity refers to an individual’s acceptance of negative societal attitudes and occurs 
simultaneously with self-labeling as a sexual minority. Perceived stigma refers to the perception that out-
group members implicitly reject an individual’s minority status despite potentially suggesting otherwise. 
The experience of perceived stigma is believed to lead to chronic insecurity and generate mistrust of out-
group members. Finally, prejudice events like discrimination and victimization on the basis of one’s 
minority status are theorized to evoke ardent feelings of rejection that may be triggered by seemingly 
minor events (Meyer, 1995). Internalized homonegativity, perceived stigma, and prejudice events are 
each embedded within an environmental context in which sexual minorities have a stigmatized status. 
This status leads to distal experiences of minority stress. The extent to which stigma has been internalized 
or resisted is reflected in the quality of an LGBQ person’s identity; a negative self-evaluation is thus a 
proximal stressor. Therefore, internalized homonegativity, perceived stigma, and prejudice events are 
hypothesized to have both individual and cumulative effects on psychological well-being (Meyer, 2003).  
Relationship Commitment and Instability 
In a recent expansion of the minority stress model, LeBlanc, Frost, and Wight (2015) highlight 
that minority stress invades across multiple life domains including the romantic relationship. From this 
view, minority stress not only impacts psychological health, but also the relational health of the individual 
and the couple over time. Theories of romantic relationships highlight that couples function in relation to 
the environmental contexts in which they are embedded (Huston, 2000). The processes of commitment 
and instability, in particular, have been theoretically (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Rusbult, 1983) and 
empirically (Arriaga, 2001) vetted as correlates of relationship variables like quality and satisfaction 
(Agnew, 2001; Karney, Bradbury, & Johnson, 1999), as well as robust predictors of dissolution (Le et al., 
2010). For instance, the investment model positions commitment as a function of satisfaction, 
investments, and alternatives (Rusbult, 1983) whereas the vulnerability-stress-adaptation model situates 
satisfaction as preceding relationship stability (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Although previous research 
examining the associations between minority stress and relationship functioning have typically explored 
relationship satisfaction and quality, these and other relationship theories (Johnson, Caughlin, & Huston. 
1999; Levinger, 1965) point towards commitment and stability as notable dimensions of relationship 
functioning because they predict stay-leave behavior (VanderDrift, Agnew, & Wilson, 2009). Despite 
being tested with primarily heterosexual samples, empirical evidence supports the theorized associations 
between commitment, instability, and other relationship variables among individuals in same-sex 
relationships as well. For example, a study of same-sex couples found relationship satisfaction to be 
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negatively associated with instability (Khaddouma, Norona, & Whitton, 2015), and couples with legal 
recognition reported less instability and marginally more satisfaction overtime (Whitton, Kuryluk, & 
Khaddouma, 2015). Moreover, commitment represents a central feature of same-sex relationships where, 
as an alternative to legal marriage, partners intentionally display increasing commitment to their 
relationship through ceremonies (Reczek, Elliott, & Umberson., 2009; Riggle, Wickham, Rostosky, 
Rothblum, & Balsam, 2016) and other significant milestones such as buying a house together (Porche & 
Purvin, 2008). Accordingly, the current study focuses on commitment and instability as core features of 
relationship functioning among LGBQ individuals.  
Minority Stress and Relationship Functioning 
 Experiences of heterosexism and minority stress are not mutually exclusive. Whereas 
heterosexism refers to the ways in which social and cultural oppression manifest in the lives of sexual 
minorities, minority stress refers to the impact of those experiences on peoples’ lives. Studies show that 
same- and different-sex couples exhibit few differences in relational functioning (see Peplau & Fingerhut 
2007 for review) and meanings of intimacy (Frost, 2015); however, the experience of minority stress 
exerts a unique influence on individual and relational well-being among sexual minorities (LeBlanc, 
Frost, & Wight, 2015). Although individuals in same- and different- sex relationships experience 
relationship rejection at similar rates, individuals in same-sex relationships experienced rejection more 
severely and in reference to relational intimacy with a same-sex partner than the rejection experienced by 
those in different-sex relationships (Frost & Gola, 2015). 
Previous research generally indicates an inverse association between minority stress and 
relationship functioning. Internalized homonegativity, for example, is a proximal stressor found to be 
negatively associated with perceived relationship quality among couples (Otis et al., 2006), as well as 
with decreases in relationship attractions and satisfaction (Mohr & Daly, 2008). The association between 
internalized homonegativity and relationship satisfaction appears to be particularly relevant to 
relationship commitment among gay men, where under conditions of higher commitment, internalized 
homonegativity was negatively associated with relationship satisfaction (Kamen, Burns, & Beach, 2011). 
Greene and Britton (2015) found the negative relationship between internalized homonegativity and 
relationship commitment among gay men was mediated by vicarious shame (i.e., shame experienced in 
response to the actions of others) and depressive symptoms have been found to mediate the relationship 
between internalized homonegativity and satisfaction, commitment, and intimacy (Thies, Starks, 
Denmark, & Rosenthal, 2016). In a meta-analysis of 35 studies distinguishing between internalized and 
perceived social stigma, Doyle and Milox (2015) found internalized stigma was negatively associated 
with commitment, intimacy, passion, satisfaction, support, and trust. However, perceived stigma only 
displayed a slightly weaker negative association with commitment, satisfaction, quality alternatives, 
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support, and trust than internalized stigma. Indeed, studies of more distal experiences of minority stress 
indicate similarly adverse implications for relationship commitment. Individuals in socially devalued 
relationships, for example, reported significantly more perceptions of marginalization, which, in turn, 
predicted less investment and lower commitment than individuals in different-sex, intra-racial, and age 
similar relationships (Lehmiller & Agnew 2006). Specifically, perceived marginalization from social 
networks of individuals in devalued relationships was found to be associated with greater likelihood of 
dissolution and with lower commitment six months later (Lehmiller & Agnew, 2007). Perceived 
discrimination was also found to negatively impact self-image, which impairs overall relationship quality 
(Doyle & Milox, 2014, study 2).  
Individuals in same-sex relationships experience macro- and micro-level stigma as both 
positively and negatively influencing their relationships. For example, Frost (2011) found that some 
people experienced minority stressors as a “heavy weight” that negatively influenced perceptions of 
commitment and stability. However, others perceived stigma as having declining importance in their 
lives, and still others viewed stigma as indirectly leading to positive outcomes by allowing couples to 
redefine their relationship trajectories. Thus, although most evidence supports a negative association 
between minority stress and relationship functioning, some studies suggest that individuals also display 
resilience. Lehmiller and Agnew (2006), for example, found that individuals who perceived more stigma 
reported less commitment, but members of socially devalued relationships (i.e., age-gap, interracial, and 
same-sex couples) reported more commitment. Further, Frost (2014) found that couples who made 
redemptive framings of heterosexist experiences felt they had grown closer as a result. From these studies 
it is clear that minority stress is not only experienced in different ways, but also believed to have unique 
bearings on romantic relationships. Accordingly, I hypothesized that more salient heterosexist 
experiences, coupled with more frequent experiences would be negatively related to commitment and 
positively related to instability whereas less salient and less frequent experiences would display the 
inverse (H1). Further, I hypothesized that the relationship between heterosexist experiences and 
relationship commitment and stability would be weaker in magnitude for individuals who reported less 
frequent but more salient experiences than those who reported more frequent but less salient heterosexist 
experiences (H2).  
Marriage (in)Equality: Meanings, Expectations, and Outcomes 
 The history of marriage equality for sexual minorities in the United States is rife with public and 
political resistance. Indeed, homosexuality was considered a mental illness until 1973 (American 
Psychiatric Association, 1980), only to be considered legally invalid (Defense of Marriage Act, 1996) 
before gaining any supportive legal recognition – all within a socially sanctioned context. Thus, what 
previously could be described as a somewhat linear development, has become an oscillating experience 
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complete with legal regressions (e.g., suspension of civil marriage for same-sex partners via Proposition 8 
in California) and collateral uncertainty regarding the permanence of marriage equality. Although we 
know little about the impact of overturned marriages (Oswald & Kuvalanka, 2008) some same-sex 
couples promptly married after it became legal in their state for fear that the right to marry would soon 
disappear (Rostosky, Riggle. Rothblum, & Balsam, 2016). Given this history, couples may be uncertain 
about the future legal recognition of their relationship at the state and federal levels (Monk & Ogolsky, 
2017).  
Both prior to and in the midst of legal recognition for same-sex relationships, sexual minorities 
perceived that marriage equality had myriad meanings and potential influences on their romantic 
relationships and the LGBQ community at large. In a study of individuals awaiting state-level Supreme 
Court recognition, individuals reported primarily positive expectations regarding the impact of legal 
marriage on their lives. Key among these were expectations of relationship stability, an increased sense of 
commitment, the ability to be seen and function as a couple (e.g., making joint decisions), and less 
tolerance of heterosexism on macro- and micro levels (Shulman, Gotta, & Green, 2012). Similarly, 
Lannutti (2005) found that LGBT men and women concurrently expected positive and negative outcomes 
in regards to marriage equality. Individuals reported expecting equal treatment and acceptance, financial 
benefits, family security, more stable relationships, and a stronger LGBT community as a result of 
marriage equality. At the same time, individuals reported expecting that non-married LGBT individuals 
would experience increased stigma, people would marry for the “wrong reasons,” issues of identity would 
be neglected, and fear that others would use divorce among LGBT individuals as an argument for why 
LGBT should not be allowed to marry. Although fear of victimization has not been found to significantly 
predict legal status (Oswald, Goldberg, Kuvalanka, & Clausell, 2008), sexual minorities also reported 
expecting that increased visibility would make them targets for hostility (Lannutti, 2011) and for criticism 
if marriages dissolved (Lannutti, 2005). 
As civil marriage progressively became available, individuals perceived their relationships as 
more meaningful for themselves and society (Riggle, Rostosky, & Horne, 2010b) but also experienced 
conflicts in attempting to navigate traditional relationship commitment scripts (Lannutti, 2007). Despite 
the desire for legal benefits and societal recognition, not all couples with access to legal marriage decide 
to marry (Rostosky, et al., 2016). Indeed research finds that some couples with longstanding 
commitments to each other find civil marriage “unnecessarily redundant” (c.f. Frost & Gola, 2015; 
Lannutti, 2011, p. 77; Rostosky, et al., 2016). However, even couples who do not desire legal marriage 
may be impacted by the availability of marriage as a legal option through implicit beliefs about 
relationships (Lannutti, 2007) and through the creation of a more accepting socio-political environment 
(Riggle, Rostosky, & Horne, 2010a; Wight, LeBlanc, & Badgett, 2013). Maisel and Fingerhut (2011), for 
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example, found that LGB individuals experienced negative emotions preceding elections that involved 
campaigns against marriage equality. These negative political dialogues increase the likelihood of 
psychological distress among LGB individuals (Fingerhut, Riggle, & Rostosky, 2011; Hatzenbuehler, 
McLaughlin, Keyes, & Hasin, 2010; Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, & Miller, 2009), and meaning-based 
justifications for marriage denial “exacerbate exposure to stigma” (Frost & Gola, 2015, p. 396) and 
restrict couples from fulfilling their relationship goals (Frost, 2011; Frost & Leblanc, 2014). 
Even couples who obtained civil marriages reported ongoing vigilance, anticipation of rejection, 
and concern about whether to conceal their relationships in certain settings (Rostosky et al., 2016). 
Whereas same-sex couples with legal recognition report less psychological distress, more well-being 
(Riggle et al., 2010b) less vigilance, and fewer feelings of isolation (Riggle et al., 2016) than those in less 
committed relationships, uncertainty regarding the permanence of that legal recognition may counteract 
the psychological benefits associated with it (Riggle et al., 2010b). Therefore, legal recognition in and of 
itself does not seem to protect couples from minority stress or its adverse influences (e.g., Rostosky et al., 
2016; Todosijevic, Rothblum, & Solomon, 2005) and calls for the examination of how the frequency and 
severity of heterosexist experiences influence relationships have gone unanswered (Oswald et al., 2008). 
Thus, I hypothesize that the association between the frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences 
and relationship commitment and instability will change over time. Specifically, I expect that under 
conditions of more frequent and more salient experiences, instability will increase and commitment will 
decrease more prominently than all other conditions. Conversely, under conditions of less frequent and 
less salient experiences, change in instability and commitment will be the weakest in magnitude (H3).  
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Chapter Two: Method 
Participants 
 Participants were 262 individuals who self-identified as LGBQ and were in same-sex 
relationships at the beginning of data collection. On average, participants were approximately 37 years 
old (SD = 12.03; Range 18-74) and predominantly identified as women (51.9%) with 44.3% identifying 
as men, 1.9% as transgender, and 1.9% as other (genderless, non-binary, and/or queer). Of these 
individuals, 85.5% reported their race as White, 21% as Black, 2.3% as American Indian or Alaskan 
Native, and 1.5% as Asian. Approximately 9% identified as Hispanic or Latino. The sample had a 
relatively moderate socio-economic status with 57.6% having at least a four-year degree, 62.8% being 
employed full time, and 60.3% making $30,000 annually or more. In regards to sexual orientation, 43.1% 
identified as gay, 40.1% as lesbian, 8.8% as bisexual, 6.5% as queer, and 1.5% as other (pansexual, 
asexual). Most participants reported being engaged, legally married, or in a legally recognized 
relationship (such as a civil union or state recognized domestic partnership) at the beginning of the study 
(74.4%), with the remainder being in dating relationships1. On average, participants had been in their 
relationships for approximately 6 years (SD = 6.24; Range = 0-31) and 83.2% reported cohabiting with 
their partner all or part of the time. A minority of the sample (28.6%) reported having children.   
Procedure 
 Data collection took place from March 2015 to June 2016. Participants were recruited using 
targeted advertisements and sampling strategies in four states that provided varying legal recognitions for 
same-sex couples at the beginning of the study. Interested individuals were contacted via email and asked 
to complete an online survey concerning their health and well-being. In order to be eligible, individuals 
must have been 18 or older and in a dating relationship at Wave 1. No additional recruitment occurred for 
later waves. Upon beginning the survey, individuals were directed to a consent page followed by a 
screening to determine eligibility. A total of 1,412 people responded to the survey. Four individuals 
declined participation after reading the consent page. Three hundred and thirty-one individuals were 
subsequently excluded for not meeting the criteria and 28 individuals were excluded as repeat responders 
following the procedures for conducting online research outlined by Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, and John 
(2004). The final sample included 568 individuals in same- and different-sex relationships. For the 
purposes of this study, only individuals who identified as sexual minorities (LGBQ) and reported being in 
same-sex relationships were included, resulting in an analytic sample of 262 individuals. Attrition 
analyses indicated that individuals who dropped out of the study were significantly more educated, t(260) 
                                                 
1 Same-sex marriage was not legally available to all participants at the beginning of this study 
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= 4.03, p < .001, and had significantly more income, t(257)= 2.37, p < .052. Participants responded to a 
battery of measures concerning relationship functioning and psychological well-being and were 
compensated $15 upon completion of each wave. Data were collected via online surveys at 4 time points: 
three months before, two weeks after, three months after, and one year after the Obergefell v. Hodges 
Supreme Court decision that provided national legalization of same-sex marriage. Procedures were 
approved by the university institutional review board. 
Measures 
Relationship commitment. A modified version of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, Martz, 
& Agnew, 1998) was used to measure relationship commitment. Participants responded to 3 items (e.g., 
“I want our relationship to last for a very long time”) on a 9-point Likert type scale (0 = do not agree at 
all, 8 = completely agree). Items were averaged to create a composite score (α = .90). Higher scores 
indicated more relationship commitment.  
Relationship instability. An adapted version of the Marital Instability Index was used to assess 
relationship instability (Booth, Johnson, & Edwards, 1983). Because marriage was not accessible to all 
participants at the beginning of the study and participants were only required to be in a relationship (not 
necessarily married), items referring to “your marriage” were changed to “your relationship.” Participants 
responded to 5-items items indicating perceived likelihood of dissolution (e.g., how often have you 
thought your relationship might be in trouble). Items were averaged to create a composite score (α = .92). 
Higher scores indicated more relationship instability.  
Heterosexism/minority stress. Subscales from the Daily Heterosexist Experiences Questionnaire 
(Balsam, Beadnell, & Molina, 2013) were used to measure the frequency and salience of experiences of 
heterosexism and minority stress. Frequency refers to how many specific heterosexist experiences 
participants reported whereas salience refers to how bothersome those respective experiences were.  
Subscales measured heterosexism stemming from isolation, vigilance, discrimination and harassment, 
victimization, vicarious trauma, parenting, and family of origin. Because the sample included a small 
number of participants with children, the parenting subscale was excluded. Isolation (e.g., “difficulty 
finding LGBT friends”) was measured with three items. Vigilance (e.g., “watching what you say and do 
around heterosexual people”) was measured with six items. Discrimination and harassment (e.g., “being 
treated unfairly in stores or restaurants because you are LGBT”) was also measured with six items. 
Victimization (e.g., “having objects thrown at you because you are LGBT”) was measured with five 
items. Vicarious trauma (e.g., “hearing politicians say negative things about LGBT people”) was 
                                                 
2 I also conducted attrition analyses for individuals who dropped out at Wave 2, right after the legalization of same-
sex marriage. Likewise, individuals who dropped out were likely to have higher incomes. No other significant 
differences emerged.  
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measured with six items. Finally, family of origin (e.g., “being rejected by a sibling or siblings because 
you are LGBT”) was measured with six items. All subscale items were rated on a 5-point scale (0 = this 
bothered me not at all, 4 = this bothered me extremely) to indicate salience of discriminatory experiences 
and dichotomized (0 = did not happen, 1 = happened) to indicate frequency. Reliabilities on the subscales 
ranged from .81 to .96. For each subscale, salience was computed by averaging items and the frequency 
was computed by summing dichotomized items. 
Analytic Strategy 
 Cross-sectional analyses. To examine the moderating effects of the salience of heterosexist 
experiences on the associations between the frequency of heterosexist experiences and relationship 
commitment and instability (H1 & H2), I conducted multiple regressions in SPSS. Missing data analyses 
indicated that data were missing completely at random. Independent variables were group-mean centered 
to yield means of 0 and an interaction term was created between the frequency and salience for each 
measured heterosexist experience. Each heterosexist experience was tested as the dependent variable in a 
separate regression model in four blocks. Block 1 included the constant; block 2 included the frequency 
of a given heterosexist experience; block 3 included the salience of a given heterosexist experience; and 
block 4 included the interaction term between frequency and salience. 
 Longitudinal analyses. To examine whether the interaction between the frequency and salience 
of heterosexist experiences changed over time (H3), I used multi-level modeling. Because data were 
nested at two levels (time within individuals), multi-level modeling was appropriate to examine 
hypothesis 3. HLM 7 (Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2010) was used because it accounts for the 
dependence of the data within individuals by modeling within- and between-person variation. Results of 
Little’s MCAR test indicated data were not missing completely at random, χ2 (2680) = 2896.19, p <.01, 
and were thus estimated with restricted maximum likelihood. Results of the unconditional model 
indicated sufficient between-person variability in instability (ICC = .80) and commitment (ICC = .60) for 
multi-level modeling. Because mean plots of the data over time indicated a curvilinear pattern, I 
examined linear and curvilinear change. The linear function was most appropriate for commitment, χ2 (2) 
= 104.46, p <.001, compared to the quadratic function χ2 (3) = 5.46, p = .14. For instability, the quadratic 
function provided slightly better fit, χ2 (3) = 12.07, p = .007, than the linear function; however the model 
produced no significant quadratic effects. Therefore, I excluded all quadratic terms from subsequent 
analyses for parsimony. In the resulting analyses, I examined linear change in instability and commitment 
in relation to each heterosexist experience with the following level 1 equation: 
Yij = β0j + β1j(time) + β2j (frequency) + β3j (salience) + β4j (frequency*salience) + β5j 
(frequency*time) + β6j (salience*time) + β7j (frequency*salience*time) + rij  
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where Yij is the outcome of interest (i.e, commitment or instability), β0j estimates the outcome of an 
individual with average heterosexism frequency and salience at time 0, β1j estimates the change in the 
outcome overtime at average levels of the frequency and salience of heterosexism, β2j  estimates the 
relationship between the average frequency of heterosexist experiences and the outcome at time 0, β3j  
estimates the relationship between the outcome and the average salience of heterosexist experiences at 
time 0, β4j estimates the relationship between the frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences at 
time 0, β5j and β6j estimates how the outcome changes over time relative to the average frequency and 
salience of heterosexist experiences, respectively, β7j estimates the change in the outcome relative to the 
average frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences over time, and r estimates residual variance.   
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Chapter Three: Results 
Correlations and descriptive statistics for the study variables are presented in Table 1. Bivariate 
correlations indicated all predictors were significantly correlated with instability. Similarly, most 
predictors were significantly correlated with commitment with the exception of the frequency of vicarious 
trauma, salience of victimization, and frequency and salience of heterosexism from the family of origin. 
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Table 1. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
1. Isolations -              
2. Isolationf -.05 -             
3. Vigilances .61*** .01 -            
4. Vigilancef .29*** .46*** .33*** -           
5. Vicarious Traumas .12*** -.24*** .29*** -.26*** -          
6. Vicarious Traumaf .10** .38*** .08* .29*** -.05 -         
7. Discriminations .44*** -0.01 .58*** .10** .47*** .18*** -        
8. Discriminationf  .23*** .45*** .14*** .61*** -.20*** .48*** .16*** -       
9. Victimizations .47*** -.05 .61*** -.13* .47*** .09 .71*** -.06 -      
10. Victimizationf .23*** .36*** .11** .64*** -.35*** .22*** .08* .66*** -.28*** -     
11. Family of Origins .36*** -.12*** .40*** -.12** .28*** -.13*** .43*** -.11** .59*** -.05 -    
12. Family of Originf .13*** .40*** .09* .56*** -.22*** .28*** -.004 .60*** -.19** .58*** .13** -   
13. Commitment -.16*** -.15*** -.08* -.19*** .12*** -.05 -.08* -.12*** -.03 -.20*** -.003 -0.07 -  
14. Instability .36*** .26*** .19*** .39*** -.19*** .13*** .15*** .36*** .20** .47*** .10** .24*** -.52*** - 
M 1.14 2.24 1.34 3.30 2.90 5.50 1.56 3.39 1.82 1.25 1.88 2.66 7.48 .82 
SD 1.16 1.04 1.12 2.16 .97 1.06 1.22 2.25 1.42 2.09 1.25 2.11 1.19 .88 
Note: subscripts s and f indicate salience and frequency measures, respectively, * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001 
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Relationship Instability 
 Cross-sectional analyses. Relationship instability was significantly associated with the frequency 
of heterosexist experiences stemming from isolation (B = .33, p < .001), vigilance (B = .16, p <.001), 
vicarious trauma (B = .15, p < .001), discrimination (B = .15, p < .001), victimization (B = .19, p <.001), 
and family of origin, with frequency accounting for 6 – 24% of the variance in instability across 
predictors (see Table 2). Reports of the salience of experiences of isolation, (B = .07, p <.001), vigilance 
(B = .02, p = .05), vicarious trauma, (B = .02, p <.001), discrimination (B = .01, p < .01), and 
victimization (B = .03, p <.001) predicted relationship instability above and beyond the frequency of 
those experiences. Four of these main effects were qualified by significant interactions and one was 
qualified by an interaction approaching significance (p = .06; see Table 2). The main effect of 
heterosexism stemming from family of origin was not significant. Each significant interaction, along with 
the marginally significant interaction, was subsequently probed at +/- 1 SD unless otherwise stated.  
 
Table 2. Cross-sectional Interactions of Heterosexist Experiences and Relationship Instability 
Isolation 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant .78*** .04   .78*** .04   .78*** .04  
Frequency .29** .05 .16  .32*** .05 .22  .33*** .05 .23*** 
Salience     .29*** .03 .37  .20*** .03 .26*** 
F x S         .26*** .05 .23*** 
R2 adjusted .04  .18  .21 
ΔR2 .04***  .14***  .04*** 
F 29.561***  75.55***  63.63*** 
Vigilance     
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant .80*** .03   .80*** .03   .78*** .03  
Frequency .17*** .02 .28  .16*** .02 .36***  .16*** .02 .37 
Salience     .06* .03 .07*  .04 .03 .05 
F x S         .04** .01 .09** 
R2 adjusted .15  .15  .16 
ΔR2 .15***  .004*  .01** 
F 130.35***  67.34***  47.72*** 
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Table 2 (cont.)  
Vicarious Trauma 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant .81*** .03   .81*** .03   .81*** .03  
Frequency .16*** .03 .16  .15*** .03 .15  .15*** .03 .16 
Salience     -.16*** .03 -.18  -.16*** .03 -.17 
F x S         -.07† .04 -.07† 
R2 adjusted .03  .05  .06 
ΔR2 .03***  .03***  .004† 
F 20.38***  23.82***  17.10*** 
Discrimination 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant .80*** .03   .80*** .03   .79*** .03  
Frequency .16*** .02 .35***  .15*** .02 .33***  .15*** .02 .34 
Salience     .07** .03  .10**    .06* .03 .08 
F x S         .03 .01 .09** 
R2 adjusted .12  .13  .14 
ΔR2 .12***  .01**  .01** 
F 100.66***  54.62***  38.94*** 
Victimization 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant .98*** .16   .81*** .16   .91*** .17  
Frequency .15*** .05 .20  .21*** .05 .28  .19*** .05 .25 
Salience     .22*** .05 .28  .08 .11 .10 
F x S         .05 .03 .19 
R2 adjusted .04  .11  .11 
ΔR2 .04***  .07***  .01 
F 10.33***  15.31***  10.91*** 
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Table 2 (cont.) 
Family of Origin 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant .66*** .03   .66*** .03   .67*** .03  
Frequency .09*** .02 .22  .10*** .02 .22  .09*** .02 .22 
Salience       .02 .03 .03  .01 .01 .01 
F x S         .03** .01 .10 
R2 adjusted .05  .05  .06 
ΔR2 .05***  .001  .01** 
F 30.09***  15.33***  12.48*** 
Note: * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001, †p < .09, B = unstandardized beta, SE = unstandardized 
beta standard error, β = standardized beta; constant only model removed for parsimony  
 
Results of the decompositions are presented in Figure 1. Under conditions of more frequent and 
more salient experiences of (a) isolation, (b) vigilance, and (c) discrimination, individuals reported the 
most relationship instability, although the inverse was not true, lending partial support to Hypothesis 1. 
The relationships between the frequency of (b) vigilance and (c) discrimination were similarly positive 
under conditions of average and less than average salience. However, the association between instability 
and the frequency of isolation were not significant under less than average conditions of salience. 
Although the interaction between the frequency and salience of experiences of vicarious trauma only 
approached significance (p = .06), the decomposition indicated a significant and positive association 
between instability and the frequency of vicarious trauma experiences under all conditions of salience 
(see Figure 1d). Contrary to Hypothesis 1, less salient but more frequent experiences of vicarious trauma 
yielded the highest levels of relationship instability. Results of the decomposition for heterosexist 
experiences stemming from the (e) family or origin were similar to those of (a) isolation, (b) vigilance, 
and (c) discrimination in that more frequent and more salient conditions yielded more relationship 
instability. However, less frequent but more salient experiences were associated with less relationship 
instability. Moreover, for all significant interactions other than vicarious trauma, the magnitude of the 
association between each heterosexist experience and relationship instability was larger under above 
average conditions of salience than under below average conditions. Thus, Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 
were each partially supported.  
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Figure 1. Interaction between relationship instability and heterosexist experiences stemming from (a) 
isolation, (b) vigilance, (c) discrimination, (d) vicarious trauma, and (e) family of origin.  
 
Longitudinal analyses. I specified instability as the outcome and tested the aforementioned 
equation in eight steps to examine the contribution of each variable to the model (i.e., predictors were 
entered one at a time with subsequent models compared to previous models to assess whether the data fit 
the hypothesized model). For conciseness, only the final models are presented (see Table 3) and 
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discussed. I decomposed all significant and marginally significant (p < .09) interactions at +/- 1 SD unless 
otherwise stated. Results of the unconditional growth model indicated that instability did not change 
significantly over time. However, significant interactions between instability and isolation and between 
instability and victimization emerged.  
 
Table 3. Multilevel Model for Relationship Instability and Heterosexist Experiences 
Isolation    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  .80 .05 17.38*** 
Time .002 .003 .71 
Frequency .14 .04 3.46*** 
Salience .19 .03 6.06*** 
Frequency X Salience -.004 .04 -.11 
Frequency X Time -.01 .004 -1.87† 
Salience X Time -.01 .002 -2.13* 
Frequency X Salience X Time .01 .004 1.31 
Vigilance    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  .81 .05 15.95*** 
Time .00 .003 .02** 
Frequency .05 .02 .67 
Salience .02 .03 3.07 
Frequency X Salience .01 .01 .44 
Frequency X Time .00 .001 .44 
Salience X Time -.002 .003 -.60 
Frequency X Salience X Time -.001 .001 -.40 
Vicarious Trauma    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  .84 .05 15.49*** 
Time -.003 .003 -1.01 
Frequency .04 .02 .54 
Salience -.04 .04 -1.12 
Frequency X Salience .01 .21 .30 
Frequency X Time .001 .002 .19 
Salience X Time -.001 .003 -.32 
Frequency X Salience X Time .003 .003 1.12 
Discrimination     
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  .81 .05 16.26*** 
Time -.001 .003 -.45† 
Frequency .05 .02 2.98* 
Salience .05 .03 1.74 
Frequency X Salience .01 .01 .79 
Frequency X Time .00 .001 .25 
Salience X Time .001 .002 .28 
Frequency X Salience X Time -.001 .001 -.76 
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Table 3 (cont.) 
Victimization    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  .74 .12 6.07*** 
Time .05 .03 1.91† 
Frequency .17 .04 4.36*** 
Salience .19 .11 1.73† 
Frequency X Salience -.03 .03 -1.05 
Frequency X Time -.02 .01 -2.37* 
Salience X Time -.04 .02 -2.15* 
Frequency X Salience X Time .01 .004 1.83† 
Family of Origin    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  .78 .05 14.56*** 
Time -.003 .004 -.86 
Frequency .06 .02 2.96** 
Salience -.003 .03 -.12 
Frequency X Salience .01 .02 .33 
Frequency X Time -.001 .002 -.50 
Salience X Time -.001 .003 -.58 
Frequency X Salience X Time -.00 .001 -.05 
Note: * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001, †p < .09 
 
The relationship between average isolation salience and average instability over time was 
statistically significant (γ = -.01, p < .05), whereas the relationship between the average frequency of 
isolation and instability approached significance (γ = -.01, p = .06). Results of the isolation Salience X 
Time (probed beyond +/1 SD to capture the range of significance) indicated that under below average 
conditions of isolation salience, relationship instability significantly decreased over time. Conversely, 
under above average conditions of isolation salience, instability significantly increased over time (see 
Figure 2a). The isolation Frequency X Time interaction indicated a marginally significant increase in 
instability over time under below average conditions of isolation frequency (p = .06) and a significant 
decrease in instability over time under above average conditions (see Figure 2b). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 
was not supported for instability. However, the effects of both frequency and salience of isolation on 
instability over time were small.  
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Figure 2. Interaction between relationship instability, isolation frequency (a) and isolation salience (b) 
over time.   
 
 
 
The victimization Frequency X Time interaction (γ = -.02 p < .05) and Salience X Time 
interaction (γ = -.04, p < .05) were statistically significant. Each of these was qualified by the Frequency 
X Salience X Time interaction that approached significance (γ = .01, p = .07; See Table 4). The 
decomposition for the Frequency X Time interaction indicated that under all conditions, instability 
increased over time. The effect was strongest under less than average conditions of victimization 
frequency, marginally significant under average conditions, and non-significant under above average 
conditions (see Figure 3a). The Frequency X Salience decomposition indicated that under below average 
conditions of victimization salience, instability significantly increased over time (see Figure 3b). Likewise 
instability increased over time under average levels of victimization salience, although only marginally (p 
= .06). Results of the Frequency X Salience X Time indicated a significant increase in instability over 
time under below average conditions of victimization frequency and below average conditions of 
victimization salience. Likewise, instability increased over time under conditions of above average 
victimization frequency and above average victimization salience. Under above average conditions of 
victimization frequency and salience, instability trended in a negative direction over time, although not 
significantly (see Figure 3c).  
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Figure 3. Interaction between relationship instability, victimization frequency (a), victimization salience 
(b), and victimization frequency and salience (c) over time.   
 
 
 
Relationship Commitment 
 Cross-sectional analyses. Relationship commitment was significantly associated with the 
frequency of heterosexist experiences stemming from isolation (B = -.21, p <.01), vigilance (B = -.09, p < 
.001), and discrimination (B = -.07, p < .001), which accounted for 2 – 4% of the variance in commitment 
across predictors (see Table 4). Among these, only the salience of isolation predicted above and beyond 
the effects of frequency (B = .001, p < .001). Results for vicarious trauma were unique in that the salience 
of these experiences significantly predicted commitment (B = .04, p < .01), whereas the frequency was 
not significant. The main effects of isolation and vicarious trauma were qualified by significant 
interactions and probed at +/- 1 SD unless otherwise stated.  
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Table 4. Cross-sectional Interaction of Heterosexist Experiences and Relationship Commitment 
Isolation 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant 7.79*** .05   7.49*** .05   7.49 .05  
Frequency -.19** .07 -.10  -.21** .07 -.11     -.21** .07 -.11 
Salience       -.17*** .04 -.16     -.13** .05 -.12 
F x S           -.14* .07 -.10 
R2 adjusted .01      .03    .04 
ΔR2 .01**  .03***  .01* 
F 6.92***  13.33***  10.31*** 
Vigilance     
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant 7.47*** .05   7.47*** .05   7.46*** .05  
Frequency -.10*** .02 -.16   -.10*** .02 -.16   -.09*** .02 -.15 
Salience       -.02 .04 -.02    -.03 .04 .03 
F x S         .02 .02 .03 
R2 adjusted .03  .03  .02 
ΔR2 .03***  .00  .00 
F 20.80***  10.58***  7.23*** 
Vicarious Trauma 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant 7.48*** .04   7.48*** .04    7.49*** .04  
Frequency -.07 .04 -.05  -.06 .05 -.05    -.08 .05 -.06 
Salience     .14*** .04 .12     .13 .04 .12 
F x S            .11 .05 .08 
R2 adjusted .001  .01  .02 
ΔR2 .00  .01***  .01* 
F 2.20***  6.49***  5.90*** 
Discrimination 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant 7.50*** .04    7.50*** .05   7.50*** .05  
Frequency -.08*** .02 -.13    -.07*** .02 -.12  -.07*** .02 -.12 
Salience       -.06 .04 -.06  -.06 .04 -.06 
F x S         .003 .02 .01 
R2 adjusted .02  .02  .02 
ΔR2 .02***  .003  .00 
F 12.73***  7.65  5.10 
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Table 4 (cont.) 
Victimization 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE Β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant 7.25*** .19   7.29*** .20   7.27*** .22  
Frequency  -.05 .06 -.06    -.06 .06 -.07    -.06 .07 -.06 
Salience       -.05 .06 -.05    -.02 .15 -.02 
F x S           -.01 .04 -.03 
R2 adjusted .00  .00  .00 
ΔR2 .00  .00  .00 
F .72  .67  .71 
Family of Origin 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 B SE Β  B SE β  B SE β 
Constant 7.51*** .06   7.51*** .06   7.51*** .06  
Frequency -.02 .03 -.04  -.02 .03 -.03  -.02 .03 -.03 
Salience     .02 .04 .02  .02 .04 .02 
F x S         -.001 .02 .00 
R2 adjusted .00  .00  .00 
ΔR2 .00  .00  .00 
F .71  .49  .33 
Note: * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001, †p < .09, B = unstandardized beta, SE = unstandardized beta 
standard error, β = standardized beta; constant only model removed for parsimony 
 
 Results of the decompositions are presented in Figure 4. In support of Hypothesis 1, under 
conditions of more frequent and more salient experiences of (a) isolation, individuals reported the least 
relationship commitment. The association between commitment and more frequent experiences of 
isolation was similarly negative under conditions of average salience; however, this trend was not 
significant under less than average conditions of salience. Contrary to Hypothesis 1, individuals who 
reported more frequent but less salient experiences of (b) vicarious trauma had the lowest levels of 
commitment, whereas more frequent and more salient experiences exhibited a slightly positive, but non-
significant trend.  
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Figure 4. Interaction between relationship commitment and heterosexist experiences stemming from (a) 
isolation and (b) vicarious trauma.  
 
 Longitudinal analyses. I specified commitment as the outcome and tested the aforementioned 
equation in eight steps to examine the contribution of each variable to the model. For conciseness, only 
the unconditional and final models are presented (Table 5) and discussed. I decomposed all significant 
and marginally significant (p < .09) interactions at +/- 1 SD unless otherwise stated. Results of the 
unconditional growth model indicated that on average, commitment significantly decreased over time (γ = 
-.03, p <.001). Significant interactions between commitment, vicarious trauma, and vigilance emerged.  
Table 5. Multilevel Model for Relationship Commitment and Heterosexist Experiences 
Isolation    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  7.55 .07 105.43*** 
Time -.05 .01 -2.96** 
Frequency -.10 .07 -1.41 
Salience -.13 .05 -2.83** 
Frequency X Salience -.01 .06 .17 
Frequency X Time -.01 .01 -.66 
Salience X Time .00 .01 .01 
Frequency X Salience X Time -.01 .01 -.72 
Vigilance    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  7.57 .07 110.10*** 
Time -.03 .01 -3.89*** 
Frequency -.03 .02 -1.20 
Salience -.03 .05 -.52 
Frequency X Salience -.02 .02 -.91 
Frequency X Time -.004 .003 -1.08 
Salience X Time -.01 .01 -.78 
Frequency X Salience X Time .01 .003 2.24* 
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Table 5 (cont.) 
Vicarious Trauma    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  7.59 .06 134.02*** 
Time -.01 .01 -3.30*** 
Frequency -.04 .07 -.51 
Salience .05 .07 .70 
Frequency X Salience .12 .06 2.13* 
Frequency X Time -.003 .01 -.61 
Salience X Time -.01 .01 -.77 
Frequency X Salience X Time -.01 .01 -.83 
Discrimination     
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  7.58 .06 125.65*** 
Time -.02 .01 -2.91** 
Frequency -.05 .02 -2.34* 
Salience -.01 .05 -.25 
Frequency X Salience -.004 .02 -.22 
Frequency X Time .001 .003 .16 
Salience X Time -.002 .01 -.48 
Frequency X Salience X Time .003 .002 1.21 
Victimization    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  7.68 .17 45.92*** 
Time -.05 .05 -1.16 
Frequency -.15 .05 -2.89** 
Salience -.15 .13 -1.18 
Frequency X Salience .02 .03 .62 
Frequency X Time .01 .01 .68 
Salience X Time .04 .02 1.66† 
Frequency X Salience X Time -.01 .01 -.89 
Family of Origin    
 Unstandardized 
coefficient 
SE t-ratio 
Intercept  7.62 .08 100.11*** 
Time -.03 .01 -2.78** 
Frequency -.03 .05 -1.08 
Salience -.03 .03 -.65 
Frequency X Salience .01 .02 .24 
Frequency X Time -.002 .01 -.47 
Salience X Time .01 .01 .86 
Frequency X Salience X Time .01 .004 1.23 
Note: * p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001, †p < .09 
 
 The relationship between commitment and the average frequency and salience of vicarious 
trauma was statistically significant (γ = .12, p < .05). Results of the decomposition indicated a 
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significantly negative relationship between commitment and the frequency of vicarious trauma under 
below average conditions of salience (see Figure 5a). Likewise, commitment displayed a non-significant 
negative relationship with the frequency of vicarious trauma under average conditions of salience. Under 
above average conditions of salience, commitment displayed a positive association with the frequency of 
vicarious trauma; however, these results were not significant.  
The relationship between the average frequency and salience of vigilance and commitment over 
time was statistically significant (γ = .01, p < .05). Results of the decompositions indicated a significant 
decrease in commitment over time under all but one condition (see Figure 5b). Under below average 
conditions of vigilance frequency and salience, there was no significant change in commitment over time. 
Commitment decreased over time the most under above average conditions of vigilance frequency and 
below average conditions of salience, lending partial support to Hypothesis 3. However, this decrease was 
not significantly different from decreases in commitment under below average conditions of vigilance 
frequency and above average conditions of vigilance salience.  
 
Figure 5. Interaction between relationship commitment and vicarious trauma frequency and salience (a) 
and relationship commitment, vigilance frequency and salience over time (b).   
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Chapter Four: Discussion 
The present study examined the cross-sectional and longitudinal associations between the 
frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences and relationship instability and commitment across the 
legalization of same-sex marriage. Cross-sectional findings offered partial support to hypotheses such that 
all sources of heterosexism, except vicarious trauma, were associated with more relationship instability 
when more of those experiences occurred and were more bothersome. Only isolation displayed a similar 
pattern with commitment. The salience of heterosexist experiences was larger in magnitude than the 
frequency for all sources except vicarious trauma. As hypothesized, the association between the 
frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences and commitment and instability changed over time. 
Commitment significantly decreased over time under all conditions of frequent and salient experiences of 
vigilance except among those who report little to no vigilance. Instability increased over time and most 
prominently among those with less frequent and less salient experience of victimization. Thus, 
victimization, vigilance, and vicarious trauma emerged as unique predictors of relationship commitment 
and instability.  
The Uniqueness of Sources of Minority Stress 
Minority stress refers to the impact of heterosexist experiences on peoples’ lives (Meyer, 2003). 
In line with minority stress theory, heterosexist experiences are associated with more relationship 
instability and less commitment under most conditions. In particular, instances of heterosexism stemming 
from isolation, vigilance, discrimination, and family of origin may be cumulative in their associations 
with relationship instability (and commitment only in the instance of isolation). Indeed the process model 
of social stigma suggests that the experience alone can only account for a portion of how a person is 
influenced by such experiences. Instead, the individual’s attributions about a heterosexist experience 
contribute to how influential it is in their lives (Frost, 2011). 
Vicarious trauma, vigilance, and victimization, however, appear to operate differently from other 
sources of minority stress. It appears that the sheer experience of these stressors is more impactful than 
the importance placed on them by individuals. The findings that the frequency of vicarious trauma was 
more strongly associated with instability than the salience, and that less salient but more frequent 
experiences of vicarious trauma were associated with less commitment point toward incidence, not 
salience, of vicarious trauma as having detrimental influences on relationship functioning. Likewise the 
frequency of victimization and vigilance, rather than how troubling those experiences were, appears to 
have stronger implications for relationship commitment and stability. Moreover, as measured, individuals 
reported multiple sources of vicarious trauma, vigilance, and victimization. Therefore, the accumulation 
of heterosexist experiences within and across domains may undermine relationship commitment and 
instability.  
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But how are these heterosexist experiences different from one another and from the other 
heterosexist experiences measured in this study? Vigilance is perhaps the most unique in that it need not 
be an actual heterosexist event directed toward an individual. Instead, individuals are constantly “on 
guard.” Whereas previous studies have found vigilance to be protective when individuals are more out 
(Balsam, Beadness, & Molina, 2013), the current findings suggest that simply being on guard may not 
prevent the adverse effects of vigilance on relationship commitment. It may be that minority stress 
stemming from vigilance influences how partners maintain their relationships (Ogolsky, Monk, Rice, 
Theisen, Maniotes, 2017) by leading to negative evaluations (Neff & Karney, 2009) that may slowly 
erode perceptions of commitment. 
Similar to vigilance, vicarious trauma does not necessitate a heterosexist event targeting an 
individual. Instead, vicarious trauma involves witnessing someone else being discriminated against, 
harassed, or victimized on the basis of a shared identity. Such experiences may lead to psychological 
distress as the witness empathizes with the victimized individual, devaluations of the self as the individual 
internalizes the display of negativity, or identity concealment (Herek, 2006). Each of these potential 
consequences of vicarious trauma is negatively associated with relationship outcomes among sexual 
minorities. 
Unlike vigilance and vicarious trauma, victimization necessitates direct heterosexism in the form 
of a physical offense towards an individual. Although speculative, it is likely that a single experience of 
victimization has detrimental outcomes in multiple domains. Indeed, the findings of the current study 
suggest that the occurrence, rather than the salience, of victimizing experiences has more implications for 
relationship stability. However, somewhat perplexing was the finding that relationship instability 
increases over time most prominently among individuals who experience the least victimization and are 
least bothered by those experiences when they do occur.  
There are a few plausible explanations for this finding. First, is that victimization displayed a 
floor effect with relatively low reports. That is, those with less frequent and less salient victimizing 
experiences may actually refer to those with no victimizing experiences who were therefore unbothered 
and only rose to average levels of instability. However, relationship instability also increased over time 
under conditions of above average frequency and below average salience – again pointing to the 
occurrence of victimization as having more implications for the relationship. With few to no experiences 
of victimization, any single experience captured throughout the study may have exacerbated its effect on 
relationship stability over time. Indeed, previous research indicates that sexual minorities feared 
becoming more visible targets for violence in the face of marriage equality (Lannutti, 2011) and the US 
witnessed a marked increase in hate crimes, many of which were violent, as marriage equality became 
more conceivable (National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs, 2016). A second explanation centers 
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around previous qualitative work indicating that individuals who perceived little social stigma in their 
relationships were reluctant to attribute the experience to heterosexism. Instead, these individuals 
cognitively separated themselves and their relationships from perceptions of heterosexism (Frost, 2011). 
It may be that in this sample, individuals least bothered by victimizing experiences compartmentalize 
these experiences as separate from their romantic relationships. In this case, victimization either exerts a 
unique, unperceived, or perhaps unmeasurable influence on relationship stability or victimization may not 
be as influential to the relationship itself. Instead, processes internal to the relationship may better explain 
why these individuals exhibit increases in instability over time. Previous works suggests that the 
availability of marriage equality may reveal unrecognized and perhaps undiscussed desires that are 
sources of conflict for partners. Indeed, LGBTQ individuals found themselves reevaluating their 
perceptions of ideal characteristics of romantic partners in terms of whether a partner would be “marriage 
material” (Lannutti, 2007) and meta-relational communication is a key maintenance strategy among 
individuals in same-sex relationships (Hass & Stafford, 2005). Such implicit desires for marriage, 
reevaluations of the relationship as a whole, and the suitability of a partner may lead individuals currently 
in relationships to have thoughts of dissolution. Finally, sexual minorities have described marital equality 
as a cultural loss via heteronormative assimilation that may lessen a partner’s tendency to value their 
relationship (Lannutti, 2005). Indeed some individuals report feeling closer after facing stigma (Frost, 
2014). Thus, the realization of marriage equality combined with the absence of salient heterosexist 
experiences may decrease the perceived incentive to remain in the relationship.  
Alternative explanations may be attributed to the limitations of this study. Namely, the study 
failed to account for key demographic variables, which may further explain how heterosexism, 
particularly in the form of victimization, influences relationship commitment and stability overtime. For 
example, relationship length has differentiated the experiences of both different-sex and same-sex couples 
such that partners who have been together longer have established alternative displays of relationship 
commitment (Herdt & Kertzner, 2006), perceive stigma as having declining importance in their lives 
(Frost, 2011), and view legal recognition as unnecessary (Porche & Purvin, 2008). However, some 
partners view legal recognition as important to their relationship and previous work indicates that for 
those who desire it, legal status may be a protective factor against psychological and relational distress 
(Riggle, Rostosky, & Horne, 2010b; Wight et al., 2013). On the contrary, Solomon, Rothblum, and 
Balsam (2004) found few differences between partners who had legal recognition via civil unions and 
those who did not. Thus, future studies should also account for legal status. Moreover, the current study 
did not account for gender or relationship composition. Previous studies have found heterosexist 
experiences to exert more influence on psychological functioning when gay men internalized negative 
attitudes (Meyer, 1995) and that women are more likely to report instability when they perceive more 
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alternatives, lower satisfaction, and lower commitment. Examining these key demographic variables may 
further explain how the frequency and salience of heterosexist experiences influence relationship 
commitment and instability, and who is most impacted by these experiences.  
Despite these limitations, the current findings point suggest that exposure to heterosexism in the 
form of vigilance, vicarious trauma, and victimization as more influential on relationship commitment 
and stability over time than how troubling these experiences are. However, salience of heterosexism 
stemming from isolation, vigilance, discrimination, and family of origin displayed a stronger concurrent 
association with relationship instability and commitment than whether or not the events occurred. This 
suggests that certain sources of minority stress may have more long-term implications on relationship 
commitment and stability simply by having occurred. Moreover, the current study naturally captured the 
fluctuating socio-political climate spanning the legalization of same-sex marriage and these findings 
indicate that marriage equality may have done little to decrease heterosexism and alleviate the adverse 
influences of minority stress. Future research examining how these associations vary by relationship 
length, legal status, sexual orientation, gender identity, and relationship composition will be essential to 
explain how different sources of minority stress operate and to understand which individuals display 
resilience versus vulnerability in their relationships.  
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